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THE ALDINE. 



SANTA ZITA, PA TRONESS OF COOKS. 

When I was a little, tiny boy, and first went to 
Italy, my family chose for its residence the ground- 
floor of a huge old Genoese palazzo, which, although 
delightfully cool and pleasant in summer, the season 
in which it was first taken, was so cold and un- 
comfortable in winter as to merit fully the name of 
" Palace of Draughts." But it is not my intention 
to describe, to-day, either its splendors or its mis- 
eries. I will not detain my friends with any account 
of its architectural grandeur, its marble staircases and 
terraces, its forlorn but grand saloons, its despoiled 
picture-galleries, or 
its neglected but 
beautiful gardens. I 
am simply going to 
introduce them in- 
to the kitchen, and 
to make them form 
the acquaintance of 
Betta, " our cook/' 

The kitchen in the 
palazzo in question 
had been originally 
an oratory, and con- 
sequently its high 
vaulted ceiling still 
retains remnants of 
frescoes of consid- 
erable grace and 
beauty. There you 
can trace the faded 
form of a Madonna 
floating toward hea- 
ven amid a court of 
cherubs ; and here 
linger the bright 
hues of what were 
once the gaudy dra- 
peries of saints, an- 
gels, and other hea- 
venly personages. 
Where the altar 
stood now stands a 
great stove, and a 
fine Gothic doorway 
has been ingenious- 
ly converted into 
a fireplace. The 
walls, which in the 
good old times were 
hidden by rich ar- 
ras, are now liberal- 
ly ornamented with 
saucepans and ket- 
tles ; and a plate- 
rack occupies the 
place where former- 
ly hung a picture by 
one of the great 
masters. This cha- 
pel was dedicated 
to the Madonna As- 
sunta, and sustain- 
ed its curious meta- 
morphose from sa- 
cred to profane pur- 
poses in the last 
century, during the 
French occupation 
of Genoa, when the 
palace to which it 
is attached was for 
a longtime the resi- 
dence of a general 
of very Voltairian 

principles, who, possessing a keen appreciation of 
the good things of life, considered the original 
kitchen far too small for the accommodation of his 
numerous culinary staff, and cutting a door of com- 
munication between the dining-room and the chapel, 
converted the house of God into a temple of gas- 
tronomy. He died of apoplexy. Doubtless, in his 
days, glorious dinners were cooked here ; but in our 
time, Scia Betta, the presiding priestess, was of a lazy 
turn of mind, and only did her duty by fits and starts. 
Sometimes she performed wonders, especially on one 
occasion, when we had some English friends to din- 
ner, and she sent us up a snail pasty of majestic pro- 
portions, which, I am sorry to say, went down again 
untouched — a fact which caused Betta to observe 
that "the English, who would not eat snail pies, 



were a scarcely civilized people, and therefore much 
to be pitied." 

Scia Betta was a very fat old lady, with a face like 
that of the full moon as depicted in a comic almanac. 
She had a pair of bright brown eyes, as big as cent 
pieces, and wore her hair drawn off her face and 
twisted into a ball at the back of her head like an 
onion, through which she stuck a big silver skewer, 
with a nob at the top of it adorned with little coral 
beads. If Betta was not the first of cooks, she was 
the best of story-tellers. It was not easy to under- 
stand her tales unless you happened to be well ac- 
quainted with the Genoese dialect ; but as I was very 




THE BOOK OF FATE. 

young and constantly in her company, I soon con- 
trived to make out all she said and to enjoy her 
chatter vastly. She never told us a fairy tale. 
Fairy tales are little known in Italy, but she had a 
fund of legends of the saints, which were far more 
wonderful than anything ever imagined by Perrault 
or Madame d'Aulnoy, the immortal authors of "Puss 
in Boots " and "Cinderella." 

I am going to try and recollect one of her tales, 
and to tell it as nearly as possible in the same man- 
ner that she did, when we little children used to 
gather around her by the kitchen fire of a winter's 
evening. 

"Santa Zita," she would say, "is, my dear chil- 
dren (cart bimbi mz'ez), the heavenly patroness of us 
poor cooks. She was born ages ago in Genoa, not 



far from here, and of very poor parents, so that 
when she was grown up sufficiently to be of use to 
her family, she had to go out to work as a servant. 
She became a cook in the house of very worldly al- 
though not at all wealthy people. They lived in a 
house just up this street, Via delle Tarchine, near 
the convent of Capuchin nuns, and where now 
stands the little church of Santa Zita, since dedi- 
cated to her honor. 

" Zita was an angel of piety. She prayed all day, 
and went to church every morning and evening. 
Never was there such a cook. Her dishes were per- 
fection. You see, the angels often took compassion 

on her, and while 
she was praying, 
they cooked for her, 
so of course her 
soups were excel- 
lent, and her pastry 
lighter than even I 
can make it. Among 
the naughty things 
which Zita's em- 
ployers did,was that 
of eating meat on 
forbidden days, as 
on Fridays and on 
the vigils of great 
feasts. Now this 
sinfulness greatly 
distressed their pi- 
ous cook. She felt 
it was her duty to 
remonstrate with 
them on the sub- 
ject; but her timid 
expostulations had 
little or no impres- 
sion. Zita, wishing 
to prevent the con- 
tinuance of their 
wickedness, prayed 
the saints to inspire 
her with the means 
of staying it. Her 
prayers were imme- 
diately heard ; and 
she soon contrived 
to give to her mea- 
gre dishes the same 
flavor as though 
they were made of 
meat. Such was her 
art, that under her 
skillful fingers, fried 
soles tasted like 
veal cutlets, and 
stewed eels like 
sausages. The se- 
cret of how she 
managed to effect 
this change has not 
been transmitted to 
posterity, or doubt- 
less I, Betta, should 
possess it. On Fri- 
days and other fast 
days when her mas- 
ters were enjoying 
the delicious dishes, 
Zita ate nothing at 
all. But it is very 
difficult to serve 
two masters at one 
and the same time, 
God and Mammon ; 
and therefore some- 
times Zita either had to neglect her cooking or her 
prayers. Most generally the pastry suffered, and on 
more than one occasion it was burnt, while the saint 
was absorbed in devout contemplation. These mis- 
haps caused the blessed Zita to be severely scolded 
by her mistress ; but she took her rebukes with great 
humility, and received spiritual consolation there- 
from. 

" One feast day her master gave a supper party to 
some of his friends, and Zita was begged to do her 
best to prepare a feast worthy of her high reputation 
as the best cook in Genoa. Accordingly she rose 
before dawn on the day in question, and went to 
market, whence she returned in company of two 
porters, heavily laden with provisions. When she 
had discharged the porters, she went off to the 
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neighboring church to hear mass before commenc- 
ing her preparation for the supper. Here, however, 
as ill luck would have it, she fell into an ecstasy, and 
in that condition did not notice the flight of many 
hours. Suddenly she awoke. The day was already 
drawing to a close, and she perceived, to her terror, 
that the sun was fast sinking in the west. She 
hurried out of the church, and in fear and trembling 
went home. Her feelings on the way can be better 
imagined than described. She felt herself guilty of 
neglect of duty, and feared that she would be igno- 
miniously expelled from her employer's house. The 
supper was to take place early in the evening, and 
here was sunset 
and not a dish 
prepared. The 
guests, she sup- 
posed, must have 
arrived, and she 
depicted to her- 
self the humilia- 
tion of her mis- 
tress, and feared 
that her place 
had been filled 
by another. In 
those days we 
poor cooks had 
no special pa- 
troness in hea- 
ven ; but. the 
hour had come 
when we were to 
be favored with 
one whose first 
miracle was then 
to be performed. 
Zita prayed ear- 
nestly, as with a 
beating heart she 
stood upon the 
threshold of hej: 
kitchen, that her 
mistress might 
be inspired to 
forgive the of- 
fense she 
committed, 
neglecting 
secular for 
religious duties. 

"As she unfas- 
tened the lock, 
a delicious odor 
of stew greeted 
her nostrils. 

" ' What does 
all this mean ? ' 
thought she. ' I 
smell partridge 
stew ! My mis- 
tress has observ- 
ed my absence 
and another has 
been hired. I 
am glad of this ; 
for, although, of 
course, I shall be 
expelled, yet the 
guests will not 
be disappointed 
or my mistress 
disgraced.' 

" Again she 
sniffed the odor 
of the stew, and 
as she did so, her 

experienced sense caused her to say to herself: ' She 
who made that stew is a great artiste in her line.' 
And a feeling of wounded vanity overcame her for a 
moment. 

" Zita passed into the kitchen. As she did so, she 
imagined she heard the sound of the clapping of 
wings. Just such a noise, in short, as a flock of gos- 
lings make when frightened — a kind of • frou, frou ' 
noise, which was, however, very soon hushed. No 
one was in the kitchen. It must have been her 
dress which caused the sound alluded to, or perhaps 
it was that of the new cook, who had passed into 
the pantry. The stove was lighted, and all the right 
saucepans in their places upon it. From them rose 
exquisitely scented vapors, indicating that they con- 
tained wonderful preparations of flesh, fish and fowl. 



Zita lifted each lid and tasted the contents of every 
one of the saucepans. 

" ' I thought / was a great cook,' she said to her- 
self; 'but I am as a dwarf to a giant, compared with 
this woman. But where is she ? ' 

" She waited some minutes in silence, expecting 
some one to enter, but no one came. 

" Presently her attention was attracted to a basket 
of green peas which stood on the table hard by her. 
To her astonishment the pods began to move, and 
actually.to empty themselves of their contents into 
a basin, which suddenly rose in the air and sailed 
toward the stove, when a certain saucepan opened 
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WAITING THE KNIGHT'S RETURN. 

to receive its fill of fine peas, then closed over them, 
the empty basin returning forthwith to its place on 
the table. Spoons now moved about as if guided by 
invisible hands, and stirred the dishes by the fire, and 
knives skillfully cut up mince-meats on the dresser. 
Zita could perceive no means by which these strange 
phenomena were performed ; and it was in fear and 
trembling that she stood waiting the arrival of some 
human being to explain to her what it all meant. 
Many a pater and ave said she in her perplexity, and 
it was with absolute joy that she hailed her mistress's 
appearance, an event which, under the circumstances, 
she would otherwise have greatly dreaded. 

" But the signora made no complaint to her when 
she saw her, and only asked her when the dinner 
would be served. 



" Zita was about to offer her excuses, when the kit- 
chen suddenly presented a most astonishing spec- 
tacle, which was witnessed both by mistress and 
maid. The sound as of a flock of goslings flapping 
their wings was renewed, the ' frou, frou ' noise recom- 
menced, and, lo ! the place was full of little angels 
busy cooking. There they were in flocks, enjoying 
it vastly, with nothing on them but their wings. 
One little fellow (you might easily have mistaken his 
tiny holiness for Cupid), was basting the fowls, 
another was attending to the peas, a fourth was 
beating cream, while a score of others were equally 
well engaged, not a few tasting con gusto with the tips 

of their little rosy 
fingers the div- 
ers dishes. And 
up in the corners 
of the ceiling a 
group of charm- 
ing little cherubs 
with not as much 
as would do them 
to sit down upon, 
were greatly en- 
joying the scene. 
But as cherubs 
have only heads 
and no tails, no 
hands and no 
feet, they could 
do nothing but 
direct the opera- 
tions, which they 
did right merrily. 
"And this was 
the way heaven 
replied to bless- 
ed Zita's prayers, 
and it was the 
means of con- 
verting not only 
her mistress but 
her guests, who 
in due time sat 
down to such a 
supper that it is 
still talked of to 
this day in Ge- 
noa. Never was 
such food and 
cooking tasted 
before or since. 
It is in the hope 
that Santa Zita 
will send me an 
angel to help me 
with my cook- 
ing, that I keep 
a lamp always 
burning before 
her image in the 
corner — Santa 
Zita, ora pro no- 
bis !" 

With this pi- 
ous ejaculation 
Betta concluded. 
Unhappily, I 
fear, she was not 
a very fervent 
devotee, for we 
never experienc- 
ed the least sign 
of angelic as- 
sistance in her 
. cooking. Much 
the contrary. 
Santa Zita not only distinguished herself in the 
manner above described, but she was a heroine of 
charity, and during the second visitation of the 
plague in Genoa, won by her disinterested devotion 
to her suffering fellow-citizens, a name forever il- 
lustrious in their annals. She has several altars ded- 
icated to her in the Genoese churches, and one or 
two whole churches in various parts of Italy. It 
might be well, considering that almost all the cooks 
in New York are Catholics, that a shrine be dedi- 
cated to their patroness in this city. A little angelic 
assistance in the kitchen would not come amiss. 

Will any one tell me who is the patron saint of us 
poor magazinists ? When I know who he or she is, 
I shall be very devout in that direction. 

— Richard Davey. 



